Introduction
Despite the fact that a substantial body of literature is addressing the performance of teams in general, MNTs still remain a relatively understudied field of research. Multinational teams are defined here as organisational teams consisting of three or more individuals from two or more different countries who are provided with tools and procedures to address certain sets of organisational tasks over a longer period of time (Earley and Gibson, 2002) . Several authors have argued that MNTs can provide advantages for organisations (Earley and Gibson, 2002; Earley and Mosakowski, 2000; Ely and Thomas, 2001 ), while others have described more negative processes that occur in MNTs (e.g., Shapiro et al., 2002; Watson et al., 1998) .
Researchers have endeavoured to understand the factors that enable the effective functioning of MNTs, but only few team performance models have specified leadership as a central driver of team processes (e.g. Zaccaro et al., 2001; Fink et al., 2004a) . More specifically, with few exceptions (e.g., Joshi and Lazarova, 2005) , researchers have ignored studying the competences of MNT leaders.
In order to fill this gap in the literature, the purpose of this study is to explore the competences that leaders should possess in order to effectively lead MNTs. This study has been conducted across five companies and is based on 70 problem-centred interviews with 38 MNT leaders and 32 MNT members. The participants have been asked to explain how a team leader can improve the effectiveness of his/her team and cope with critical incidents that are likely to emerge in MNTs. The problem-centred interviews were analysed by qualitative content analysis using Atlas.ti software. Several team leader competences that contribute to team success have been identified. Joshi and Lazarova (2005) conducted a phone-interview based study with 89 MNT members and 50 MNT leaders from a Fortune 500 company. They identified four competences for effective leadership that were considered to be important by respondents across multiple locations: communication; direction and goal setting; motivating and inspiring; and facilitating teamwork. In particular communication and goal setting were perceived by a clear majority (65% or more) of the MNT members in each country as significant MNT leader competences; these two competences thus seem to be generally viewed as key to successful MNT leadership. Given the universal appeal of the four above cited competences among the respondents, for this study it was proposed that these might be viewed as "core competences" of effective MNT leadership. Surprisingly, none of these competences is specific to leadership in a cross-cultural context as they all also apply to mono-cultural teams.
According to Zaccaro et al. (2001) MNT leaders are primarily responsible for defining team goals, setting the direction, organising the team work and supporting the team to accomplish its mission. Fink et al. (2004a) argue that they also play an important role in the implementation phase of any team work. During this interaction process of MNTs, the experienced team leader influences the perceptions and expectations of team members and stresses shared objectives and mutual interests. Experienced managers, who know which norms proved successful in previous teams, can contribute to the performance of current teams by influencing the development of their norms. Successful MNT leaders also do so by the interpersonal skills dimension, a team member of high cross cultural communication competence acknowledges differences in the communicative and interactional styles of people from different cultures and feels comfortable when communicating with them. The team effectiveness dimension includes such critical skills as the ability of a team member to understand team goals and norms and to pass them on to other members of an MNT. The cultural uncertainty dimension reflects the ability of a team member to be patient in intercultural situations, to be tolerant and accept cultural differences, and to work in a flexible manner with others in an MNT. Finally, according to the cultural empathy dimension, a culturally empathetic team member behaves as though he or she understands the world as do team members from other cultures, shows an appreciation for a variety of working styles, and an ability to view the ways things are done in other cultures not in a negative way but simply as different. The results of Matveev and Nelson's study (ibid) show that there is a positive relationship between the level of cross-cultural communication competence of MNT members and the performance of their MNT. More specifically, and for our study more importantly, the two authors claim that in particular leaders of MNTs must be good cross-cultural communicators in order for a team to perform well. Schwer (2004) argues that team leaders with international experience should possess a higher degree of cultural awareness and empathy which should help them reframe conflicts and misunderstandings, change wrong perceptions of others in the team, break stereotypes and establish commonly shared and accepted team norms. Such individuals are likely to contribute to the overall success of diverse teams. Cummings (2007) And ultimately, what does really make a MNT leader successful? These are important, essential and timely questions. Their answers will assist companies in increasing team leader performance in their specific organisational context. The purpose of our study is to find answers to these important questions. In contrast to previous studies on MNT leadership we investigate MNT dynamics and the role of leaders within the overall organisational context. The fact that this study has been conducted in-depth in five different organisational settings allows us to compare the results across companies and to obtain a much closer understanding of the relevance of the organisational context within which MNT leaders are operating.
Method Data collection and sampling
In order to cover both the role of MNT leaders and the institutional context within which they operate we rely on multiple sources of evidence. Non-standardised interviews, based on problem-centred, narrative questions are the primary data source of this study. This type of interview is open, i.e. the interviewer has to stimulate a conversation. The problem-centred interview is a theory-generating method that is designed to overcome the tension of the researcher being either already preconditioned by theory (and thus risking a blindness to unforeseen results) or being fully undirected by any theoretical concepts (and thus not being able to ask the relevant questions). It is through the iterative interplay of inductive and deductive probing and reflection around critical incidents that the researcher generates new knowledge (Witzel, 2000) . In the narrative interview the interviewed person is encouraged to openly and freely talk about his/her experiences, enabling the collection of subjective opinions of the interviewee (Mayring, 2000) . Consequently, new, surprising and pervasive cognitions can be gathered, which might be less likely to achieve in the framework of a systematic standardised questioning. Data collection has been aimed at developing new conceptual categories up to the point of theoretical saturation. It emerged that a situation where no new categories or properties resulted from the gathering of additional data has been attained after conducting six to seven interviews with team members or team leaders per informant company. However, in all five cases we have conducted additional interviews in order to ensure that the point of theoretical saturation has been attained. Respondents came from a variety of nationalities. Table 1 provides more details about the interviewees. Interviews were conducted in 2005 and 2006 and lasted, on average, for one hour. All interviews have been taped and a transcript has been produced. The interviews have been conducted in German, English or Bosnian.
-Insert Table 1 
Data analysis
Textual analysis of the interviews has been undertaken with ATLAS.ti computer software support. By enabling the researcher to document the method, ATLAS.ti makes the collection and analysis of data as comprehensible and transparent as possible. The researcher is aware of every single step in the analysis model which helps increasing the validity of the measurement. Two coders were involved in data analysis and both worked with ATLAS.ti.
Inter-coder reliability was reached by coding the same sample of twelve interviews from two informant companies (GEE, FES) first independently from each other and subsequently by reanalysing the same data together, discussing the results and reaching an inter-coder agreement on the codes and categories derived from the analysis. Coding rules were refined until the assessment suggested an adequate level of agreement.
We used the content analysis method (Mayring, 2000) to analyse the interviews. Inductive category development and deductive category application are the two central approaches of this method of data analysis. The goal is to develop the categories that are as close as possible to the underlying data and to formulate them in a way that reflects best the content of the gathered material. In order to avoid the risk of being overwhelmed by the sheer volume of unstructured data, first inductive categories have been formulated; in a second step, main categories and sub-categories based on the theoretically derived aspects of analysis have been deduced.
Finally, the constant comparative method has been applied. In an iterative process, data obtained in each company has been conceptualised separately into an individual, companyspecific framework and the resulting categories were compared across the different organisations.
Competences of MNT leaders
According to the interviewees, effective team leadership turned out to be one of the most important factors enabling the effective functioning of MNTs. We have identified several competences that were considered as important by both, MNT leaders and members. In Table   2 we present a summary of our findings, indicating the number of quotations per MNT leadership competence mentioned by interview partners and the percentage of interview partners who stressed the importance of the various competences.
-Insert Table 2 Inpatriates develop a contextual understanding of the practices employed at the regional HQ.
Once they return to their home country, they are able to transfer this knowledge to their local subsidiaries. At the same time, employees at the regional HQ learn about different strategies of conducting business in the host-countries. Expatriates from the regional HQ are also sent to the local subsidiaries to share their knowledge and gain a deeper understanding of the business operations in the region. This approach is fully consistent with company's desire to encourage all its teams worldwide to contribute a multicultural perspective to its global strategy development, enabling the company to act as globally as possible, yet as locally as necessary. 
Interviews indicate that through rotational assignments

provides a sense of direction and he encourages the interactions between members who work together in teams (ACG: American team leader, male)."
At ACG HQ in the US 70% of MNT members are Americans and 30% foreigners. In the initial stages, cultural diversity has more negative consequences for the teams, since team members are more likely to experience poorer communication and decision-making and greater conflict which, in turn, result in lower levels of team performance. Under these circumstances, the experienced team leader is responsible for developing clear rules of interaction. He must stress similarities and explain cultural differences between team members in order to form trust and develop cohesion. This is very important in order to facilitate the knowledge creation process since cultural diversity among team members may create barriers to effective group interaction. Cultural characteristics may divide the network into subgroups and stop the formation of interpersonal relations leading to the creation of nationally homogeneous subgroups consisting of either American or foreign members. The cross-culturally competent MNT leaders at ACG facilitate the interaction between team members and the knowledge transfer between different departments of the company.
At GEE, MNTs have a certain type of structure that facilitates the interactions and knowledge management within these subunits of the organisation. They are organised in a so-called team leader system. Two types of MNT leaders operate in the company. The external team leader is responsible for the communication with external parties, e.g. customers, subcontractors, suppliers. His/her main responsibility is to communicate with these parties and exchange important information. The internal team leader is responsible for the internal coordination of an MNT team. The external team leader reports to the internal team leader. He/she provides a sense of direction while the internal team leader serves as a bridge between the two parties and plays a key role in the knowledge creation process. The internal team leader synthesises the knowledge, makes it explicit and communicates it to the external leader and the team members. Team members are familiar with the details of products and markets but they find it challenging to communicate this information to the external leader. In order to share knowledge, it is important that all parties involved perceive and interpret the context in more or less the same way (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995) . Due to different communication patterns, knowledge may lose its meaning when communicated to the external leader. Moreover, it often happens that team members are not fluent in English, so that the language barrier creates additional challenges and uncertainty. This uncertainty, in turn, leads to anxiety and avoidance of interaction. The internal team leader, therefore, acts as the knowledge broker.
He/she is able to access MNT knowledge that is hidden from the view of the external team leader. The information about MNT activities and achievements is tied into bundles and then transferred by the internal team leader to the external team leader. 
"Knowledge management…. I know that I mentioned its relevance before. It is important to make sure that people don't only pass text or data on but share information and work together. The team leader has to make sure that the environment is fitting to support a real communication (AE: American team leader, male)."
The results from all five informant companies demonstrate how MNT leaders facilitate the creation and transfer of knowledge within MNTs and across geographically dispersed business units of the company. The core process of creating organisational knowledge takes place at the team level (see also Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995) . MNT leaders are at the very centre of knowledge management. We consider this as an important finding since prior research has mainly focused on expatriate knowledge transfer and learning. With few exceptions (Baba et al., 2004 ) the role of the MNT leader in the process of knowledge creation has been neglected.
Cross-cultural awareness: the interculturally competent MNT leader
Our interviews revealed, furthermore, that cross-cultural awareness (mentioned by 20% of interviewees; 30 quotations) is, after knowledge management capabilities, the second most important competence for MNT leaders. In fact, the inability of MNT leaders to simultaneously work with people from many cultures was cited as one of the major causes of MNT failure. Consequently, MNT leaders should know about the values and beliefs of people from various cultures and be willing to adapt their own behaviour to different contexts. Only by displaying sensitivity in cross-cultural interactions they can build social relations with their team members.
The GC example shows how MNT leaders are developed through cross-cultural assignments. These assignments have been described by our interviewees at GC as significantly contributing to improved MNT performance and success. Employees gain factual and conceptual knowledge about management in different countries through cross-cultural training sessions. Before starting the rotational assignment they are familiarised with the political, economic and social system of the foreign country and gain an understanding of the value system and how it affects behavioural patterns. Already when recruiting employees, GC is looking for candidates with some international experience, who are open-minded, tolerant, flexible and willing to face new challenges. Cross-cultural assignments and the frequent exposure to other cultures through the establishment of MNTs facilitate the transfer of attributional knowledge. Attributional knowledge is a type of tacit knowledge that is informal, personal, and difficult to communicate in a classroom based training system (Johnson et al., 2006 
…. We all actually adjusted and learnt their system (ACG: Indian team leader, male)."
At GEE interviews revealed that MNT leaders face additional challenges. The company is strongly influenced by the socio-cultural context of the home country (Germany). It has a strong, explicit corporate culture based on HQ values that form the organisational cultures of its foreign subsidiaries. This sometimes has a negative impact on MNT leaders' ability to respond appropriately to cultural differences. By imposing the HQ ways of working on MNT leaders, organisations limit their ability to work effectively with other national groups and at the same time decrease MNT leaders' ability and willingness to acquire new, attributional and context specific knowledge about different cultures. Leaders in such companies are usually rewarded for their ability to do things the company way:
"...it is good if you have your own culture in your country but in the company we would like you to respect [GEE]'s corporate culture. And this is something we also expect team leaders to consider when leading teams. They are expected to do it the company way…. (GCC: Austrian team leader, male)"
The findings demonstrate that cross-cultural competence is one of the core competences of MNT leaders. A cross-culturally competent MNT leader is therefore (1) interested in foreign cultures; (2) aware of cultural differences; (3) posses cultural empathy; and (4) is motivated to learn from MNT members about their culturally determined norms and values of behaviour.
Based on our data, we support Earley's (2002) point of view that cultural knowledge and awareness are necessary but not sufficient for performing effectively in a cross-cultural setting. An MNT leader must also have the motivation to use the available knowledge. Our study also shows that while intercultural competence can be taught to some degree, in order to develop cross-culturally highly competent MNT leaders companies must provide institutional support in more than one way. This is in accordance with the literature (see, for example In addition, the task of the team leader is to motivate members to explore and exchange their different opinions and perspectives. Motivation increases team members' openness to new knowledge and willingness to share important information. In order to facilitate the sharing and application of knowledge in the team, MNT leaders have to create norms that encourage team members to communicate among themselves more frequently (Fink et al., 2004a; Cumming, 2007) . Under these circumstances team members identify more with their team and become emotionally attached. Leaders contribute to strong team identification by increasing the contact among team members through informal events, regular meetings or outdoor activities. Yet, the same group or individual rewards are not motivating across cultures. Motivational efficacy of rewards for team members from different countries will differ. Our results show, for example, that team members from Central and Eastern European countries stress more safety and social needs compared to Western European team members and that employees from India are compared to Americans more motivated by recognition and autonomy than by pay. The MNT leader should be aware of these differences.
Motivation and inspiration have also been identified as important MNT leader competences by Joshi and Lazarova (2005) and by Schweiger et al. (2003) . This starts with members' shared sense of identification with a group. A team leader helps create collective team identification (Van Der Vegt and Bunderson, 2005) . He/she increases the level of trust and cooperation within the group and motivates members to accept and offer useful knowledge and promote the free flow of information.
Knowledge of foreign languages: the multilingual team leader
Knowledge of foreign languages (11% of interviewees) is another important factor.
Communication is essential to management of MNTs. Yet communication relies upon a shared language. MNT members are not always fluent in the corporate language. The linguistic diversity creates language barriers and language barriers create significant obstacles to do business, find new solutions, transfer valuable knowledge, build trust, promote a common team identity and increase team effectiveness (Harzing and Feely, 2008) . Language differences may cause even greater problems than cultural differences in MNTs (Schweiger et al., 2003) . Communication in a foreign language increases the complexity of communication processes within MNTs, leading to the emergence of critical incidents. It makes it more difficult to diffuse company information as is described in the following quotation: The process of creating organisational knowledge takes place at the team level. Knowledge is created by team members and internal team leaders are at the centre of knowledge management. The internal team leader synthesises the knowledge created in MNTs, makes it explicit and communicates it to the external leader. Without a common language, cooperation between MNT leaders is impossible. The internal team leader is involved in the process of socialisation where the sharing of experiences between team members and the creation of tacit knowledge take place. He must facilitate this interaction and prevent any communication breakdowns. In a next step, he should transform tacit knowledge into explicit concepts and then introduce and explain these concepts to the external team leader. Consequently, they must use a common language if they are to transfer knowledge, discuss problems, and create new solutions.
In accordance with our findings Schweiger et al. (2003) stress the fact that multilingual leaders have many advantages. They can interpret and facilitate conversations when necessary. According to Gudykunst (1995) the degree of uncertainty in interpersonal interaction will be inversely correlated with language competence. This uncertainty will lead to a lack of trust and to increased anxiety. Members will avoid interaction with members who do not speak their language. Consequently, language barriers will play a key role in multilingual group relationships (e.g., MNTs at ACG). We agree with Harzing and Feely (2008) that more research on the impact of language on international management is required. The GC example demonstrates that a prerequisite for global efficiency, local responsiveness, and worldwide learning is a multidirectional flow of knowledge between all global units. This is achieved through the frequent rotation of individuals and the promotion of a shared organisational culture (Bartlell and Ghoshal, 1989) . Global mobility, diversity of experiences and common values allow for the transfer of tacit knowledge across geographic boundaries (Bonache and Brewster, 2001) . MNT leaders, as HQ representatives, expatriates or even inpatriates, help to develop, promote and spread common values between different business units. This contributes to an increased motivational disposition to accept and offer useful knowledge, thus promoting the free flow of information (Gupta and Govindarajan, 2000) .
Individuals are the prime movers of knowledge creation within an organisation (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995 ). Yet knowledge is to a significant extent created on the group level, specifically in MNTs, and team leaders frequently stand at the forefront of knowledge creation within their teams and the knowledge dispersion among different teams. Similarly, the value creation and diffusion processes frequently take place on the group level; and again MNT leaders are at the very centre of this process. This aspect has been neglected so far in the literature and is an important contribution of this study.
Discussion
As previously described, several authors have argued that MNTs can provide strategic advantages for organisations (e.g., Earley and Gibson, 2002) , while others have cited negative processes that occur in MNTs (e.g., Shapiro et al., 2002; Watson et al., 1998) . Only a few team performance models have specified leadership as a central driver of team processes (e.g. knowledge, makes it explicit and communicates it to external parties. Despite the fact that learning in teams is seen as a key mechanism through which learning organisations become strategically and operationally adaptive and responsive (Edmondson et al., 2007) , only little attention has so far been given to knowledge creation and sharing in MNTs (Zellmer-Bruhn and Gibson, 2006; Edmondson et al., 2007) . As prior studies have also ignored the role of MNT leaders in the knowledge creation process, we argue that our findings present an important further contribution to MNT literature.
Moreover, our data show that, if managed appropriately, MNTs consisting of HQ employees, expatriates and inpatriates can be very effective in transferring knowledge across geographic and organisational boundaries. We argue that knowledge exploration and exploitation take place to a substantial degree at the team level and that MNTs represent a key mechanism for fostering cross-boundary knowledge generation and transfer. We have highlighted the importance of MNT leaders in this process and also stressed the relevance of the organisational context. MNT leaders have a deep knowledge of company objectives, procedures and the organisational culture.
Furthermore, in order to be able to integrate the different and frequently divergent perspectives of culturally dissimilar team members, our data show that MNT leaders require cross-cultural awareness. Past research has tried to measure the antecedents of cross-cultural competence rather than determining how the acquisition of cross-cultural skills can be facilitated (Johnson et al., 2006) . Our interviews reveal that cross-culturally competent MNT leaders are developed in particular through rotational assignments and the socialisation in MNTs which also facilitate the transfer of attributional knowledge.
We have further shown that the generation, sharing and transfer of knowledge require that MNT members and MNT leaders interpret key contextual stimuli in similar ways. In order to discuss problems, create new solutions and transfer knowledge, they need to share a common language. However, little is known so far about the impact of language on MNTs. According to our interviewees MNT leaders should have knowledge of foreign languages in order to prevent communication breakdowns and contribute to team success. Understanding how language impacts the role of MNT leaders is among the most interesting issues for future research.
In contrast to previous studies on MNT leadership we have investigated the role of leaders within the overall organisational context. The fact that this study has been conducted in-depth in five different organisational settings has allowed us to compare the results across companies and to obtain a much clearer understanding of the relevance of the institutional context. Our findings reveal that MNT leaders must have a strong institutional support in order to facilitate the generation and transfer of tacit knowledge. In companies with a strong, ethnocentric HQ corporate culture leaders are mainly rewarded for their ability to assure that processes are followed in the company's way. However, by imposing the HQ's way on MNTs, the company limits its ability of working effectively with other national groups and decreases team members' motivation to acquire new, attributional knowledge. Consequently, we argue that an ethnocentric HQ-based organisational culture has a negative impact on MNT leaders' ability to respond appropriately to cultural differences, whereas a more inclusive corporate culture facilitates the acquisition of soft skills, encompassing the generation and transfer of knowledge. Most previous studies on MNTs have been conducted in laboratory settings or through short visits to companies during which questionnaires were distributed to convenience samples (Numic, 2008; Hajro, 2009 ). However, our study revealed that the context of an organisation shapes to a considerable degree MNT leaders' behavior and that it is difficult to understand their role without an explicit consideration of the institutional context. We consider this finding to be another important contribution to the MNT literature.
Conclusions, implications and future research
In order to identify and develop competent MNT leaders we believe that companies should be guided by the following six recommendations: First, companies should be aware of the competences that MNT leaders should possess to effectively lead such teams. These are among others: knowledge management and transfer; cross-cultural awareness; motivation; goal setting; decision-making; selection of team members; delegation of tasks; monitoring; knowledge of foreign languages; coordination; and transfer of HQ corporate culture. Second, companies should value the role of the MNT leader, in particular in the knowledge creation process. He/she has to prevent any communication breakdown in MNTs and is responsible for converting context-specific into context-generic knowledge. Third, companies have to provide a strong institutional support for MNT leaders by creating a corporate culture that is compatible with the basic conceptions of all parties involved. Only a shared and commonly accepted corporate culture will motivate members to share knowledge. An ethnocentric corporate culture that rewards MNT leaders for their ability to do things only the HQ's way will reduce their ability to respond appropriately to cultural differences. Fourth, companies should develop MNT leaders through numerous cross-cultural assignments and the socialisation in various MNTs, first as team members and subsequently as team leaders.
Through foreign assignments MNT leaders access context-specific knowledge and learn to understand different cultures, perspectives and interests of host-country subsidiaries. The learning experience in MNTs enhances their cross-cultural competence and provides them with new international perspectives. Fifth, companies should be aware that during the early stages of a team formation MNTs are likely to experience a low degree of internal agreement, as cultural differences increase the level of complexity in MNTs. The experienced team leader who has a deep knowledge of company objectives, procedures and the organisational culture will enable host country representatives to overcome these problems and work more effectively within this context. Sixth, companies should only select cross-culturally competent and ideally also multilingual MNT leaders who will be able to motivate members to share and transfer valuable knowledge within the team. This is especially true if they are positioned at the intersection between their team members and external parties. Knowledge transfer requires that MNT leaders interpret key contextual stimuli in a similar way to the knowledge generators and then transform this knowledge so that it is fully understood by external parties.
The use of a common language is essential in this context.
In future, we should continue studying the competences of MNT leaders. A more systematic investigation of this phenomenon is needed and requires that MNTs in multiple organisations, located in multiple cultural contexts and operating in different industries are included in the sample. Interviews should be conducted by researchers with different national backgrounds in order to avoid construct and interview bias. Our findings will need to be followed up and specified through more empirical research. Many of our interview partners were Austrians. In order to explore if there are specific MNT leadership requirements to certain cultures, MNT leaders and MNT members from more countries should be included in future research samples. Moreover, leaders may be perceived differently in different industries and different institutional contexts. By identifying competences of MNT leaders and looking into differences of leadership styles in different organisations, it will be possible to improve MNT performance. More attention should also be devoted to the links between team leadership and the organisational and cultural context in order to identify the factors that influence MNT leadership success. Exploring these factors further presents an interesting avenue for future research. 
